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  Then Satan shall be loosed from his tomb, and go about spreading great harm. But they will be blinded to his work, and rejoice in it until come the waters of heaven to wash their eyes, and when they see what has been done among them, they shall be much afraid.


  —Theologium Ioannes, Liber VI


  UNHOLY FIRE


  NIGHT RIDE


  It was the laughter that made her run, more than the dark, more than that gliding shadow.


  The air swept like cold silk past her face. She heard her own feet drumming on the pavement, felt the frigid wind invading her lungs. His heavier tread drove her on; she knew that she was losing ground. She’d been a damn fool, of course: she should have called the car service.


  Inwardly she raged at the man who dared invade her with this terror. But she had a right to the aesthetics of the night. Also, the party would be jammed—hot and stuffy and intense. Melanie had billed it as the end of the club, as the Last Party. As indeed it was—disease has sapped the courage of the bad.


  She’d wanted to arrive very late and ice cold.


  She made a turn into Charles Lane, moving into the dark of the warehouses there. Even in the ice-cold air you could smell the memories of meat and spices, the things held on racks in the old buildings, where heavy men came in the day to do their trade. Now everything was brown and gray and shuttered with steel. A loading dock, sick with rot, lined one side of the street. Trash blew down the other, rattling past a couple of cars, parked or abandoned.


  She turned, crouching down behind a derelict Chevy Camaro. There was nothing behind her but the wind. But was that really all—the outline of a naked window, the wind laughing in a broken eave? She stood up.


  The shadow sprang huge, filling the street, and the laughter filled her, shaking her muscle and bone and very blood. She turned and scampered away like a frightened kitten, her puffball of expensive and politically fatal white ermine fluttering around her, tickling her cheeks with its elegant touch.


  He was there, oh yes. Him. He. She could taste his enforced kisses, feel the brutal thrust of him. Her legs did not want to carry her, her feet to find purchase on the frost-bitten cobblestones. She jumped onto the loading platform. God, if only she had a gun. Just a little pistol, nothing much. Then she would stop, she would turn, she would empty it into that dark form. Rape is not sex. Rape is anger about sex.


  Any cop: you were walking the street at three in the morning, you must have been looking for it. No, I was looking for the moon in the winter shadows, for the mystery of a single light in a skyscraper window. I wanted to enjoy the long voice of the wind. I wanted to feel the cold on my cheeks, I wanted to feel snug in my beautiful coat, oh God help me, help me now!


  Close behind her he grunted, dragging his heavier body up. So much for the shadow, the whiff of the unknown: this was a hard, struggling man.


  The Secret Club was along here somewhere. No matter the stature of the party, the entrance remained invisible.


  Where are you, Melanie, whom I kissed in my youth? Where are you, friends I have abandoned? Where—


  A light flowered behind her: a match. He’d struck a match. Why? There was enough light to see. She turned, and found herself transfixed by the evil blossom.


  As soon as she saw the black long coat, the wide black fedora, she knew that this was no ordinary rapist. And this was not an ordinary match. He stood with it between his fingers—a hating, flaring rose of white flame.


  As the flame died she got used to the light, and saw a flickering image of his face.


  She screamed, the extravagant howl of a woman profoundly shocked. The bright, bulging eyes, the mouth—they were sensual, monstrously eager.


  “No,” she pleaded, “no!”


  The match went whoomp and became a torch, tall and flaring, filling the street with the echoes of its flames. She was frozen by it, transfixed. He stood as grave as a bishop, holding his torch high.


  “And always, woman, to be burned is thy fate in the consuming world.”


  What voice was that, like the grumble of leaves in the wind, and touched with the clammy threat of the not-quite-human?


  She would have screamed again, but the torch sailed suddenly toward her, tumbling whoomp, a bright white arc, whoomp and it had a face and it had a name, it was Lucifer, whoomp, and she heard him say, “do wop.” His voice was low and slow and extraordinarily sinister.


  The torch exploded on the cobblestones, and she had to dart out of the way. She fought the urge to give up and face her oppressor with her fingernails.


  You will not win the fight, if you stop running you will be raped or worse. This is real, Maria Julien, this is absolutely real.


  She turned and clattered away, high-fashion shoes wobbling down the pocked loading dock.


  He was now so close she could hear his ticking breath. A glance over her shoulder touched her nose with white blowing fur, and she thought angrily that she must be beautiful in the night. She must be incredibly beautiful.


  He was a dark form … with that face. A chill pain as if of a great blow racked her, made her stumble. She had not seen that, no, not a gargoyle, not that wet, spitting—


  Since her earliest days she had dreamed in sweat and terror of the stranger behind her, but his face was a blur.


  She dared not look again, no. It must have been her imagination.


  “Where is it, where is it, oh God?” The terror had made her eyes go wet with tears that were now freezing and blurring her vision. She knocked them away, they could not be afforded, not now.


  She moaned, listening to the admonitions within: It’s not my fault, the rape is not the woman’s fault!


  If this was a rape. Something about it—the fire, the face of the very devil—belonged deeply to her, to the life she was living now. She could well believe that this thing behind her had come out of the hole that leads down.


  But that was superstition, was it not? To believe in the devil is to create him. She did not believe, of course not. He was only entropy, the falling of the wheat, nothing more. He was not behind her.


  Another black metal door, no handle on this one. She tried to remember back a year ago, when she’d last come here. Andy Webb, Laura Walker dead now, wearing silver lamé then, so quiet, so distant, so … sunken. “Where’s the damn door, Melanie!”


  Behind her, clop, clop, the sound of shoes on wood. “Get away from me,” she screamed.


  Her priests would expect her to pray.


  Quite suddenly her hand closed around a familiar knob. The door was the same as ever, big and rusty and completely unmarked. Generally they left it unlocked. Melanie’s bouncer, Clam, took care of anybody who didn’t belong.


  Maria slipped inside, pulled it closed behind her. From the bottom of the stairs there came blue light and the slow drum of music. This was not a rock club, this was not a jazz club. Something far more esoteric happened here. She went downstairs, her heels clicking smartly on the stone steps.


  Behind her she heard the door open. So he’d seen her come in. Damn. “Get Clam,” she said as she came up to Melanie, “I’m being followed by a crazy.”


  Clam came, the former sumo wrestler. He had muscles like hard butter. Evidently the follower saw him too, because there was nobody on the stairs when he went to check.


  “Jesus, God, I was nearly killed.” The fire still flickered in her eyes. Do wop?


  Melanie took her in her arms. The world of the night is not a large one, the people who know about places like the Secret Club are few.


  Melanie offered some pills. “Cockroaches,” she said.


  “Pretty name.”


  “I don’t know what they do.”


  “I’m in no mood for an adventure. And I don’t do drugs anymore.” The image of that face floated in the center of her mind. She could not even conceive of what it would look like pharmacologically enchanced. “I want something to drink. I’ve got to sit down.”


  “Baby, come over here.”


  “Hi, Maria,” called a man in black silk. “How’re your priests?” There was a sneer in his voice.


  “Go to hell, Louie,” she replied genially.


  “I want some Holy Communion. I want to use it in one of my paintings.”


  “She nearly got raped,” Melanie whispered as she gathered huge pillows. People made room for her, then, amid expressions of sympathy.


  She sank into the pillows.


  “Downer?” asked Leila Griffiths-Gordon.


  “No, thanks. Nothing. Maybe a beer. Melanie, do you have any beer?”


  Somebody handed her a Bud, half-full. She drank deep. She didn’t want to be here, she’d been blown in like a leaf running ahead of the wind. No more did she belong in places like this. She had been drawn by the thickness of memories, holding the invitation with its dark ineffable portrait of Melanie and its scattering of poetry. Once such an invitation, such a party, would have made her damp with pleasure.


  Then she heard the laughter.


  “What’s that?”


  “You mean the drums?”


  “No. Nothing.”


  There were so many reasons for her to hate herself, so many failures. But she was a new person now; the aimless, useless life she had lived before was behind her. She’d been too alone, too rich, too self-involved. Now this all seemed made of tinfoil and smoke. In her new world she was needed.


  She was calming down a little. It was warm here, there was a lot of sympathy, there was a sense of safety.


  She shuddered, exhaled slowly, letting the terror escape through her nose, her pores. She opened her ears to the music.


  The drummers had been going since ten. It was now three. She watched their naked, working bodies. Drums at the Edge, they called themselves. There were people who had been dancing for hours, their faces deep. This was not a place of entertainment, but of meditation. Maria got up and twirled, letting her fragile dress spread out from her body. A man came up when she stopped, touched her face.


  “You’re amazing,” he said. He was sheened with sweat, his skin stretched and fragile. His face lift was too taut. His eyes glittered, the pupils tiny from drugs.


  “I’m an angel,” she said, “let me help you.”


  “Then kill me.”


  Once she would have laughed, but now his request stabbed her in the heart: it was very possible that he meant it.


  Melanie moved between them. “So glad to see you back,” she said. No doubt Melanie was glad; Maria Julien had been a much-desired customer in places like this.


  “The official last day is tomorrow, but nobody’s coming in,” Melanie said. “This is it.” There were tears at the edges of her eyes. “Beauty weeps.”


  “What’ll you do?”


  “Go to my apartment and shuffle my papers. You’d be amazed how much paper ten years in the club trade generates.” She looked around, her eyes flashing anger. “Taxes, mostly.”


  “You paid taxes?”


  “If I had, there wouldn’t be a problem.”


  Maria knew little of such problems. She had been born rich, her parents were both dead, she was alone with her money.


  Recently she’d changed a lot of things about herself. There was a sense of life evaporating, of missed chances. She’d seen death, friends gone bald and thin and hundred-and-four fever.


  People had tested the edge of love, never dreaming that they were also testing the edge of life. In those steam-hot rooms, amid the squirming others, one never thought of last things.


  Human life is always serious. The party lamp might bob gaily, but it bobs in the wind, and the bit of foil on the dirty morning floor tells the truth.


  She’d bought uniforms for the school band, set up a scholarship fund, arranged for flowers every Sunday at the church.


  The Church: she had adopted a parish, in memory of her father. An image of him, like wax: his deceptively staunch face, his shot cuffs, his reek of cologne. So easy was his life, so soft. His only faith had been the Church, everything else had belonged to booze and South American whores.


  Because of him she sought the Church when she sought meaning. He had taken his cancer to the Virgin, had taken money, had taken promises and regrets for his ill-lived life. He had died with a rosary between his fingers.


  Her mind drifted to the exotic look of priestly clothes, the white of the alb, the white of the Easter vestments.


  She wanted Frank’s burly arms around her.


  Now the drumming was getting on her nerves. She fought its hypnosis. A guy had once died of a heart attack while dancing here. Perfectly healthy. Cocaine and extreme physical exhaustion had caused his heart to blow up.


  It was all hypnosis, and it could capture her, even now. She did not want to be in this stifling little room. She looked to the door, the dark stairs beyond. “Melanie, darling, send me a note when you’ve got your new place up.”


  “This is the end.”


  “Yeah, it is. But you’ll have a new place going soon. I give you three weeks.”


  Melanie’s shoulders were stooped, her hair slack. “I wish I was rich,” she said.


  “I know how you feel.”


  Her eyes grew hard then. “No you don’t!”


  Maria looked at her watch. Fifteen minutes she’d been here, standing in the middle of a dancing crowd with a bottle of tepid beer in her hand. She went to Clam. “Look, go up and see if he’s gone.”


  He disappeared into the darkness. She saw the faint light as the outer door opened. He was gone five minutes. The music beat her ears, she watched a couple doing pure white lines, the drums sang.


  “Gone.”


  She looked up, astonished. Clam was staring down at her, his fissured teeth showing. “You’re sure?”


  “Nobody there.”


  She flew back up the stairs, stuck her head out into the cracking cold. Had he ever been there? Yes, certainly.


  Perhaps.


  She was not halfway to the end of the street when she heard laughter. It wasn’t loud, it might even have been mistaken for the cackle of an owl. But there was such intelligence in it, such … awful wit.


  She ran. She did not look back. You can see something that awful only once or twice, then you cannot bear it. Memories of evil are themselves evil. The evil man might penetrate you with a nail and run away, and your wound might heal, but the evil memory will rot in your heart forever.


  “Wanna do the strut,” he said. His voice was a rich, hard whisper. It carried easily in the quiet.


  He could certainly catch her, but he didn’t. No, his pleasure was elsewhere. No doubt he would let her run until she fell and then he would come and take her up in his arms, and she would see close the wet bones of his face.


  She ran down the empty middle of West Street. Where are you, New York? Where are your cars, your people, your lighted doorways?


  Did she secretly want this? No, no, no!


  On he came, breathing like a machine. She skipped and skittered along, the damned shoes fighting her every step.


  He took a swipe at her, his gloved fingers contacting the blowing fragile fur of her coat. She cried out, trying for a burst of speed, just managing to make it around another corner. Behind her, very soft: “do wop.”


  And all of a sudden she was in a crowd of men. Leather smells, bourbon and beer and strong tobacco. This was spill-out from the Boondocks, a gay leather bar she’d forgotten even existed. “Help me,” she gasped, falling into the arms of the first man she saw.


  There was immediate response. Behind the studs, the leather, the glittering silver skulls, there were sometimes surprisingly gentle people. Such men are the kindly ones of the night.


  “Okay, sister,” he said. She saw a spider tattooed on the back of his hand, saw a death’s-head silver belt buckle as she sank into his arms.


  “I love your belt buckle,” she managed to say.


  “It’s okay,” he said. Others crowded her, protecting her. “He your old man?”


  She looked back. He stood just beyond the pool of light that surrounded this much more public club. “I don’t know him from shit.”


  Then the attacker spoke. His voice was clear and young and high with madness. “The perfection of the Inquisition lay in the structure of its judgments,” he said.


  “Jesus,” the men said. They watched him as they might a panther in a zoo. Remaining always just beyond the edge of the light, he began to back away.


  She could have rested in this man’s arms forever, gazing from the silver skull at his waist, up his enormous leather-bound chest, to that gnarled, hard face and those infinite eyes. Her attacker left only laughter.


  1


  Maria’s calling him to this little café far from their usual haunts made John Rafferty uneasy. She lived at the edge and she was beautiful. For a priest this made her two times dangerous. He sat in the last booth, staring at the wall. He was on his second coffee; when she came he would have a third, a fourth.


  Why did Maria want to come here? The Café DeRobertis didn’t offer the elaborate pastries of the West Village places. It was strictly hard, hot espresso and cappuccino, and perhaps a pignoli tart if you really wanted one. Maria normally preferred places like the Caffè Reggio or Patisserie Lanciani.


  He did not like this dark, private corner. “Go all the way to the back,” she’d said. “Don’t watch the door. I’m going to surprise you.”


  He was ripe for her and he knew it. At his age he ought to be surrendered to God, but he was not surrendered. For him the priesthood was a continual battle. Despite spending all his life in the Church, serenity had eluded him.


  All around him he smelled life, and the smell made him dizzy with regret. It would take no more than the slightest gesture for her to seduce him, and he knew it. Nearly forty years a priest, and he was about to allow himself to fall to a woman, and she less than half his age. But of course, why not? In a priesthood so full of questions, what did one more vow mean?


  It meant a great deal. Despite the struggle, he had never broken his vows, never once.


  He tucked his left hand under his right arm. He was sweating. She’d notice this, realize that it meant he was vulnerable. She wanted him, and that ought to make him damn mad. But it didn’t; on the contrary, he found it touching. She wanted him in a girlish, sentimental way. He understood it, a little bit. He understood women a little bit.


  Until he had gotten to know Maria, he had always felt inadequate to counsel them. His one coupling had been as energetic as it was brief, the result of his single successful seduction, a desperate affair in the last week of the last month before he entered the seminary.


  Maria had taught him secrets of womanhood through the medium of poetry. “She walks in beauty like the night,”


  “You, Beloved, who are all the gardens I have ever gazed at …”


  “Tell me not here, it needs not saying, what tune the enchantress plays …”


  She had taught him of womanhood!


  Father Samuel Dozier, St. Joseph’s Seminary, June 1956: “You will come to the point that you will be willing to cohabitate with any female, I assure you. Your flesh will literally burn. You take your rosary and you pray it, you turn to Her, give Her your total and absolute devotion. She is there for every priest. She sees us through.”


  “You look like you’re on your way to the electric chair,” Maria said. She dropped down into the seat opposite. A wave of perfume came with her, that remarkable scent that followed her everywhere. As always, it intoxicated him, drew him into her soft authority.


  “Extraordinary,” he said. It came out quite unexpectedly. Her face shone as if with the Madonna’s own light. Her lips were full and perfect; he found himself grateful even for the mischief in her eyes.


  “Call me Mary Magdalen.”


  “Hush!”


  The admonition raised her eyebrows. She could see the waitress coming, he could hear the tattoo of her feet on the tiles. “Father,” she announced as the woman approached, “I love you.” Then she turned and ordered a double espresso. “They make it right at this one,” she said. “We ought to come here more often.”


  “No.”


  “No more discretion, John. We’re coming out.”


  This was his vocation she was talking about, and she knew it. He heard the threat in her voice. He sparred with her. “There’s nothing to bring out.”


  “I want to shout it up and down the streets! I want to hear you announce it from the pulpit!”


  Maria was an exuberant woman, but also a subtle one. This outburst would have many meanings. Of course it had been designed to make him recoil in horror, to throw him off his stride. She subsided, though. She gave him a steamy look. “Your faith doesn’t stand in your way.”


  “I’m not having a crisis of faith. It’s a crisis of belief.”


  “Hair splitting won’t save you. Your crisis is physical. You’re getting old, and you’ve never known a woman. That’s your crisis.”


  “My crisis is that I think the Church is dead wrong about a lot of things, but I still feel like a Catholic inside. That’s my crisis.”


  “Ten thousand men have left the priesthood for that reason. The Church is dead wrong. Wrong about birth control. Somewhat wrong about abortion. Wrong about compulsory celibacy.” She took his hand. Now she would make him her lifeguard: she was drowning. She raised her arches of eyebrows, fluttered her long lashes over those steady, cool eyes of hers. “I have to do it with you,” she said.


  “I can’t.”


  “Just to hold each other while we’re naked. It’s not too much to ask.”


  “Far too much.” How lovely it sounded. In all his life he had never seen a woman naked and in flower, but he could imagine, he could well imagine.


  “Let’s sneak off to my country place.”


  “Your car’s not working. Remember, the top won’t go up.”


  “So we’ll bundle up.”


  “It’s ten degrees!”


  “But if I get the top working, you’ll go?”


  He could not bear going to her apartment, far less to her country house. He’d never entered either place. He saw Maria at Mass, encountered her in the confessional, counseled her at the rectory … and met from time to time in the public venue of the coffee shop.


  He believed in his celibacy. He did not see it as a disordered artifact of the neurotic medieval church, but as a vital, living sacrament. He had offered up his manhood, and—as far as he was concerned—the offering was for life.


  “I don’t think you should tempt me.”


  Smiling, she dangled her hand before him. “Kiss it.”


  “No.” He sipped his espresso.


  “I dare you.”


  The hand was long and smooth, glowing in the dim light as white as death. She moved it closer to his lips. He could see the tiny serrations in the flesh, smell the soap and perfume. Without knowing he would do it, he inclined his head. His dry lips touched it, touched the skin. She turned her hand and pressed her palm to his lips.


  He tasted her at last, just this little bit, and felt such an extraordinary feeling. His heart ached, not with desire or sorrow. On the contrary, there was gratitude. I


  Then the hand was withdrawn, the fingers brushing his lips as they pulled away. He thrust his head slightly forward, seeking to prolong the contact. “The lips are so sensual,” she said.


  “I know that. God made them that way.”


  She closed her eyes, laughed silently. Then she looked directly at him. “Why do you love me, John?”


  “Because you’re a human being—a most wonderful one.” She tilted her head, regarding him with curiosity. But there was also sadness there, deep and abiding. She spoke softly, almost a whisper. “‘As he paces in cramped circles, over and over, the movement of his powerful soft strides is like a ritual dance around a center in which a mighty will stands paralyzed.’”


  Her voice had risen as she recited. The thought flitted through his mind that she would have to die if he was going to preserve his celibacy, and he blinked his eyes.


  She laughed aloud. “You look so surprised!”


  “Rilke always surprises me.”


  “The Panther? It shouldn’t surprise you. ‘Only at times the curtain of the pupils lifts, quietly—’” The waitress brought her double espresso. “Now I’m going to shock you, my dear, with two sugars. Sucre.” He watched the crisp measure of her movements, like a nurse performing intimate mercies. Suddenly her eyes met his. “I am so beautiful,” she said. “You cannot imagine the effect my naked body would have on you.”


  Instinct caused him to reach out. She looked at his hand, the edge of a smile playing in her face. It was such a complex face, the eyes startlingly wide apart, the lips full but given to subtle expression. In Maria’s face the difference between a smile and a look of sadness was not great. Her eyebrows would arch up for the smile, drop a bit when she was disappointed. She could blush, color rushing up her neck and into her cheeks. She was narrow but not thin, and her bones were big. There was in her eye that curious squint that is a mark of extraordinary beauty. Each feature, taken of itself, was only good. But the harmony of her whole face was a stunning thing to behold.


  He had come here to accept this temptation, to help this woman find the place in her soul that would respect his celibacy, and thus his priesthood, and thus the Church.


  But the temptation was real, and the temptation burned in him. He had been too canny to wear clericals here, but he’d been wishing for a cassock to hide his excitement ever since the moment she’d sat down.


  “You inspire me, you know that.”


  “To what? Saying the rosary? I consider Mary my rival.”


  “And a stronger one, too.” He did not say, though, that he had quite intentionally left his rosary on his dresser. He realized that he had come here for the purpose of being seduced, and felt his eyes growing wet. If he made love to her, he would do so in an ocean of tears.


  “It’s so wrong of me to try to seduce you,” she said. “But it’s such an extraordinary pleasure.”


  “I suspected that.”


  “But aren’t you sick of talking philosophy? Just sick of it? Making love is such a glad thing.”


  “Out of wedlock and in vows?”


  “But when you do it, you know God intends it. You can feel the divinity of the thing!”


  He relaxed. Suddenly she had taken him to safer ground. They had been arguing like this ever since they had met. The battle itself was heady with sensual implications. He would study her face as they talked, imagine his lips upon hers, or tasting the soft line of her neck, or lifting her naked breasts in his humid palms.


  “You’re red as a beet, John.”


  “I’m blushing.”


  “No, you’re not, you’re mad. I’ve made you furious!” Her eyes wrinkled shut and she laughed, throwing her head back and knocking it hard against the rear of the booth—which made her laugh the more.


  He waited through it, and was surprised to find that she was quite correct. He would have really enjoyed giving her a good belt across her face. There was laughter, there was love, but he sensed that there might also be a part of her that was sneering at him.


  Then why did he feel as he did about her? Perhaps because he detected beyond her love and her anger, an even greater good. Every priesthood is a fantastic essay into hubris. No man is good enough to keep all the vows, and it is prideful indeed to make God promises that cannot be kept.


  So her destructive impulses had their place; she could be fairly certain that he was not the priest he pretended to be. On some level she knew that he deserved destruction.


  She was extremely sensitive to his moods, and when she had recovered from her attack of mirth, at once saw that he was feeling suspicious of her. “I know many things, for I walk by night. I know those nameless terrors of which people dare not speak.” She was alluding to his enjoyment of vintage radio. That was from the opening credits of The Whistler.


  “You don’t walk by night. And you don’t know any nameless terrors.”


  “Yes, John, I do.” Her tone was so changed that he blinked in surprise. She regarded him coolly. “I really do.”


  He would have laughed, but her demeanor stopped him. “You think I’m innocent,” she said. “I’m not.”


  “That I know!” Some of her confessions, he suspected, had been part of the design of her seduction. He could never forget those words, “I touched him, Father, I inflamed him…” She never said who “he” was, though. At first he had thought the confessions false, but later he had realized that they were not. The dark man, as John had come to think of him, was quite real.


  Once or twice she’d been bruised. “We pray together, late at night. We do it, and afterward we pray … and sometimes he gets mad.”


  Why did she want to corrupt a priest? This was certainly her motive, and it wasn’t a pretty one. She was so sweet, though, one of the best people he had ever met. In her own way she was honorable. It wasn’t an evil thing she was doing, not by her lights.


  “Want to go to the Moon with me?”


  “That again?”


  “It’s a beautiful place.”


  He had lived most of his life in New York. Although Prohibition was before his time, he thought that even then there probably hadn’t been as many secret nightspots in the city as there were now. “It’s for drugs.”


  “I think it’s a perfectly wonderful place.”


  “Psilocybin in the haricots verts? I don’t think so.”


  “Oh, John, you poor man. You can’t die like this! Your soul will wander the world forever.”


  “How so?”


  “If you die in unrequited love, your soul wanders between the winds.”


  “Not Catholic doctrine.”


  “No, it’s Sioux, actually. But it’s true. You can sense all the priests and nuns of the past wandering between the winds. I certainly can. My theory is, that’s why the weather’s changing.”


  A sweaty flush made him shudder. His body was desperate. He could hardly hear her, could hardly talk. “I never know when to take you seriously,” he murmured.


  She sipped her coffee. Her eyes twinkled. “I think somebody played a rather sinister prank on me last night, my dear.” She paused, then continued. “Somebody who knew I was going to the Secret Club.” She raised her eyebrows, her face demanding an answer.


  At first he started to laugh, but there was too much of an edge to her question. “I went to bed at ten-thirty,” he said.


  “I was walking along Charles Lane down by the river.”


  “When?”


  “About three A.M.” She said it as if it was the most natural time in the world to be alone in that empty place.


  “Well, now I’m not surprised. May I ask what happened?”


  A flicker went through her face, of some emotion that he could not quite identify. “I can’t really say. It felt like I was being followed by some kind of creep.”


  “Probably were.”


  “I saw him. He looked … odd.”


  “Probably was.”


  “I mean, really odd.”


  “So, tell.”


  “It’ll sound too weird.”


  “To a priest nothing sounds weird. I once had a guy tell me that aliens had opened up a hole in his skull and stuffed an old baby shoe into his brain. You top that, I’ll give you something.”


  “A kiss? A long one?”


  “I love you,” he whispered. There can be sweet pornography in the simplest words. She wrinkled her nose at him. He felt a burst of loyalty; he adored her. “I want to protect you.”


  “It was probably a hallucination. What do they call that when somebody who hasn’t used LSD in years suddenly starts tripping?”


  “Flashback.”


  “Yeah, that was it, my dear love. Flashback.”


  He seized her words. “My dear love,” he said, “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


  Now there came into her face a look of kindness. Not tenderness, but kindness. He thought: If I don’t make love to her, I’m going to perish. And he was scared. He was talking himself into it, he knew.


  “You’re lots of fun, John.” Her manner had become offhand, as if he was expendable. She knew exactly what she was doing. The knot of seduction tightened a little more.


  He saw that the situation had changed. No longer was he resisting and she tempting; now they were both seducing him.


  There was a step he could take, a thing he could say, that would announce his surrender. How many words? He counted them in his head. Four words. He had to say only four words.


  They were: “There are practical considerations.”


  A slow smile came into her face. Her neck colored, then her cheeks. He thought she presented at this moment the most perfect appearance of human beauty that he had ever seen.


  “Let me kiss you on the cheek,” he said. She let him do it, and he felt the softness there, and thought that physical beauty was truly the greatest miracle.


  How stupid to fall in love with a woman so many years your junior. When she was ten, he had been forty and already stationed at Mary and Joseph. She’d been skipping down the streets in cutoff jeans when he had been a priest for nearly a quarter of a century.


  He closed his eyes, looked down into his empty coffee cup. “I treasure my vow.”


  “And I respect that tremendously. I do.”


  He tried to pray, but there was no ability to concentrate. He imagined demons pounding in him, crushing the simplest prayer.


  “Let’s go to my apartment now,” she said.


  “That’d be a big step for me.”


  “John, if you love me, would you leave the priesthood for me?”


  “Leave—”


  “John, you’re in love with me! Don’t you understand how precious that is, how little time you have left? You’re old, you’re staring at death! I wasn’t joking when I said it was bad to die with love unrequited. Oh, John, the Church has gotten your whole adulthood. All of it! Reward yourself with the little that’s left.”


  When the decline of the Church got underway in earnest during the Seventies, John Rafferty had promised himself that he would never, ever become a statistic. “When I took my vows—”


  “You took them for life!” She put her hands over her ears. “I know all that, Johnny. You’ve told me a thousand times. But I also know that you love me, and you ache for me, and I for you.”


  “A frumpy old man?”


  “Look, you’re not the handsomest man I’ve ever seen. But, John, you have a wonderful mind, a good soul, and a delightful sense of humor. I care a lot more about those things than I do about frequent erections.” She covered her lips with her hand, giggled. “I bet I’d come in under a minute with you,” she said. He felt his own face blush, this time. They’d never before spoken directly about … functional matters. “How about you,” she continued. “How long do you think it would take you the first time?” She paused, rested her chin on her palm. “How many strokes?”


  This was too much. “I have no idea.”


  She was not to be put off. “I’d be able to tell, by the degree of hardness. I’ll bet you’d get terribly hard.”


  He thought again to defend himself with prayer, bowed his head.


  “No! No, sir! Don’t you dare start praying. Don’t even think about it! In about one minute I am going to get up and take you by the hand, and we are going to walk together hand in hand all the way over to Waverly Place.”


  He was horrified. That would be suicide. “We’ll give scandal!”


  “Yes, we will—to Christos and those creeps. Most of the parish thinks we do it already.”


  “They honor their pastor!”


  “They do indeed. They come to him for the sacraments, they whisper to each other that he is a saint—which I happen to believe is true—and they accept the fact that he has a lover much younger than himself named Maria Julien.”


  “That isn’t—”


  “Oh, come on. Reggio, Lanciani, Figaro—we meet in public all the time. I go to your Masses, you hear my confession. I go to the rectory, you take me out to Ennio and Michael’s for dinner. Let’s face it, the whole parish knows. And it doesn’t mind, John! The Italians expect their priests to fool around. And the others—Village Catholics are different. New Rochelle this ain’t.”


  “Except for Christos.”


  “Frank Bayley does a wonderful job keeping them in check.”


  That did it, he was convinced. He could become her lover without destroying his pastorate. His mouth had gone so dry that he had to swallow a few times before speaking. He knew what it meant for one’s loins to be on fire. “I’m afraid.”


  She got up, took his hand. “Come on, Johnny. You’re going to do just fine.”


  They walked through cold, golden light, the ancient light of the afternoon, passing down Stuyvesant Place with its memories of a village gone by, the houses of the merchants whose enterprise had built the city, then crossed beneath the façade of Cooper Union, where John often went for music or lectures. They went down Astor Place, passing the big new bookstore that had replaced the old National, where you had been able to get all the Loeb Classics in crisp new editions.


  They went down Eighth Street, moving past the welter of shoe stores and leather shops that had come in recent years to clog it, replacing the bookstores and coffeehouses of the old village. Then they cut across an empty, windblown Washington Square, and he began to feel as if the sorrows of the ages were slipping down in the sunlight to rest on his shoulders.


  He thought of the cross, the central image of his life: the murdered God to whom one John Rafferty had vowed himself, body and soul.


  “The first thing is going to be a long, long kiss,” she said. “I’ll bet you haven’t done that.”


  “I haven’t.”


  They arrived at her building, a red brick apartment structure about fifty years old. It was elegant, with white trim and a lobby of marble.


  She drew him quickly past the doorman, who looked at him with the canine eyes of one who knows.


  The world became filled with details, the hiss of the elevator doors, the drumming of its fan, the soft creak of the cables as it rose. He noticed the line of dust in the groove that guided the door, he noticed the beauty of the carpet that filled the hall with deep blue silence.


  At her doorway at last she raised her face and opened her mouth a little, and all of a sudden he was kissing her. The sensations of the mouth to the mouth, the sweetness of her breath, the warm, the wet, and her hand holding his head, gently compelling him to continue.


  The kiss, the kiss, the kiss.
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  She stood looking out her apartment window, watching as old Father John huddled off toward Seventh Avenue in his black overcoat and hat.


  He was full of guilt now. She could imagine how he felt. Her heart suffered for him and with him. How she respected that man! What a noble soul, how lucky God was to have his love. “I will never leave you,” she whispered, “I am the candle that is lit to speed you on your precious path.” Her breath trembled against the cold glass. After a moment she drew a narrow line through it with a fingernail.


  She watched him disappear into a whipping cloud of steam from a Con Ed leak. “Cold, old day,” she said. It was nearly three. She picked up the phone, dialed the rectory. “Father Frank,” she said when the curate answered, “he’s on his way home.”


  “Intact?”


  Now, what should she say? Frank had wanted John to be drawn into the pit with him. But Frank was also a jealous man, it would drive him nuts.


  What fun that would be. “The cherry is pitted, my dear.” Oh, how wicked, what made you tell him that? What a wicked thing to do.


  “I … He … I mean … he actually—”


  She laughed. “It was very special.”


  “It was? In what way?”


  “That’s for me to know and you to find out.” Oh, you slave driver, you devil, you shouldn’t incite like this!


  “I’m coming over.”


  “Oh, Frank, I’m simply exhausted.”


  “You’re actually exhausted? He exhausted you?”


  There was something genuinely frantic in his tone, and she felt a twinge of guilt. She shouldn’t torment him so. She tried to be quite clinical about her relationships with the priests. But if she looked deeply into herself, searching for motives … well, then.


  The Church appealed to her because of its inaccessibility and its mystery. The feminized vestments fascinated her. She loved to watch the priests swishing around in their cassocks and their chasubles. The whisper of the cloth, the dull scent of starch, made her curious and fed deep, deep anger.


  It was wrong, she was convinced of that. The Church was a trap. It captured people away from the lusts and bodies God had given them to enjoy. The bird has wings and thus is meant to fly. The human being’s genitals are the most prominent feature of the body, meaning that God intended man to love. The greatest lovers must therefore be the greatest saints.


  She had gone into the catacombs, searched the crypt under the Vatican, gone far off the ordinary tourist paths. She had walked the streets of Nazareth, done the Stations of the Cross in Jerusalem, visited Lourdes and Medjugore and met some of the young people who had visions there.


  She was not sure that she believed in the visions, but she certainly believed in the devotion. Her search had taken her far and deep. She knew the secrets of Christian and Muslim worlds alike, had crashed the Hidden Monastery near Rennes la Chateau in southern France, had risked death by beheading to enter the House of the Men in the deep Sahara.


  She had her own ideas about salvation; she had tasted the mysteries of Kundalini and believed in the transformative value of sexual ecstasy. Her beauty brought her anybody she wanted. She had experimented with sexual contact with numerous fabled spiritual leaders. But they had all been easy. The priests were hard, especially Father John. Father John believed.


  Well, that was quite impressive. Still, though, she did not think that he could continue his spiritual journey if his sexuality remained asleep. It was her duty to awaken him. These thoughts brought to mind an image of herself as the fairy godmother, and she laughed her rich, clattering laugh, the one that so delighted him.


  Outside in the hall the elevator door opened. Her rescued priest was on his way down the hall. Even his footsteps were brawny. This man she loved fully, with her whole mind and body.


  She was also terrified of Frank Bayley, and that made it all the more thrilling. Her bell rang. She did not go at once to the door. He hated waiting in the hall. He was always afraid that her neighbors would see him. She’d told him that some of them attended Mass at M. and J. It was a lie, of course, but what fun.


  He tapped, not too hard. He was trying to be polite; she had instructed him carefully on this. She went to the door, leaned against it. He heard her, of course. In fact, she made certain that he would.


  “Come on, Maria.”


  Finally she pulled the door open and this tall, remarkably handsome man in jeans and windbreaker strode in. “Thanks,” he said.


  “You’ve gotta remember who’s boss.”


  “Yeah, right. Look, I have no more than half an hour.” She leaned against him, embraced his hard body. He was only two years older than she. He could have been her husband. She’d toyed with the idea of letting him make her pregnant, but so far hadn’t been able to picture herself as the mother of an infant. At the present time, John and Frank were children enough.


  “You want a quickie?” she asked. She lifted her face and let him give her one of his delightfully clumsy kisses. A year they had been doing this and he was still clumsy, still rough. She felt him tremble against her. He was so big, yet so fragile. When this man slept, he sometimes cried out in anger. “I never want a quickie. I love you so much.”


  “What’s next on your agenda?”


  He looked at her. They were still in the foyer. “Why?”


  “What is it—Mass? Confessions?”


  He shook his head. “I leave my priesthood at the door.” There was a lot of priesthood, too. He was a popular and successful curate. She put her arm around his waist and drew him into the living room. What did he want today, what demand was to be made of his sacred prostitute? “Feeling kinky?” She kept an appropriate instrument under her bed, ready to use on him.


  “Please don’t start in on that.”


  She wasn’t going to let him off. The most important thing for this man was that he face his guilt. He was racked with it, eaten by it, consumed. This fine young man was being eaten from within as if by worms or acid. “You want me to heal you, Frankie?”


  “Like you healed John?”


  She dug her hand down between his legs.


  “Oh, God,” he whispered. “Oh, God.”


  “Remember, Frank, when you were lying before the altar, lying at the feet of your uncle—”


  “Shut up!”


  “Lying at the feet of Bishop Bayley, dedicating your life — your life, my friend—to the service of the Lord?”


  He looked at her in horror.


  “Remember, Frank?”


  “What in hell’s gotten into you? You shut up about that.”


  She unzipped him, put her fingers in. “Where are we, morally?”


  “Nowhere! If you must know, nowhere at all!”


  She grasped him naked. “I believe that hell is the discovery that you’ve missed your life. We have to use the gifts that God gave us.”


  He leaned his head back against the couch, gave himself to the pleasure of her touch. She never ceased to be amazed at how much this poor man enjoyed the sensation of hands upon his body. Everybody needs to be touched, everybody has a right to it. We think of it as a gift, but it isn’t. Somewhere there must be a law that says: Touch thy neighbor.


  “Oh, Maria.”


  “Are you mad at me?”


  “Of course not!”


  “I mean, about John.”


  “You did him a favor. Just like you did me. Do. Are doing.” He smiled, and the gentleness in the man emerged. “I could never be mad at you.”


  She continued touching him. Very gently, though, very softly. She imagined that her touch mirrored the softness of his soul.


  “Oh, stop,” he said, repeating a familiar refrain. It didn’t mean really stop, she knew that. No indeed, not really….


  She laughed a little. “Let’s go to the bedroom. I’ll give you a lesson.”


  “A lesson in love?”


  She stood up, pulled him to his feet.


  She saw a little fear in his eyes, and thought that this was good. To a degree his pleasure depended on these anticipatory moments. He could not fully express his love without there also being some pain to relieve the guilt. The pain wasn’t always physical, and it wouldn’t be today. But to create the anticipation—that was the art of satisfying him.


  “You come on, now,” she said sharply. “It’s up to the curate to finish what the pastor started.”


  “Won’t you quit reminding me that I’m a priest! Won’t you please do that!”


  “No.” She drew the jersey she was wearing off over her head. He came to her, and he was his sweet, gentle self. She undressed him. “Now look at you,” she said. She took him gently between her fingers, squeezed just a bit. “On a scale of one to ten, I’d call this a twelve.” He sighed, his own hands coming to her breasts.


  They lay for a time touching one another. His eyes were full of mist. “Sad?”


  He nodded. “Never leave me.”


  She stroked him softly, the velvet hot skin, then drew the skin tight at the base of his penis until it stuck straight out in the light, shining and purple. “Men are so naked,” she said, “so much more naked than us.”


  He turned to her then, and she accepted the true fire of his kisses, hungry and intimate. Then, quite suddenly and expertly, he had entered her. She arched her back, delighted by the fullness she felt, and then the sudden bursts of pounding, followed by his kisses, frantic, luscious, and wet. How devoted he was! How he adored her!


  Then he went to it full bore, pounding and shuddering and sweating, his eyes wild, his lips slack, and even so he remained a beautiful man to watch. Slowly but steadily the heat rose in her depths, a flower bursting open, a sudden spring day, and then she was weak from the pleasure and she saw it in her mind’s eye, the great pounding deep thing inside her, and when she expended herself and lay quiet with him still pounding away, she thought that he smelled sour but he did taste sweet.


  With each shuddering rush of him she intoned, “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.”


  The instant he was finished he rolled off her. “How dare you!”


  “I have a right to absolution. I want it now. Instantly.”


  “This is outrageous.”


  “You won’t absolve me?”


  “Maria, we’ve thought this out! We’ve discussed it! There is no sin.”


  So, he was making progress. Somewhere down this road, Frank Bayley would find his freedom.


  “Maria?”


  She kissed his chest, his neck, his lips, drove her tongue deep into his mouth. When she finally released him, he sighed. He clung to her. Above all, Frank loved to be kissed. To feel his trembling, to see his pleasure—one thought then of all the other priests who never gained this grace. There was a fantasy in which she was huge, with room for them all, and they all came to her.


  “My angelic name is Zophiel. And I’m not a woman at all. My real form is male. I look like a Marine drill instructor.” She dangled her hands in front of his face. “My hands are all warty.”


  He raised his eyebrows. “I don’t place Zophiel.”


  “You don’t know enough about our religion. It’s all well and good
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